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An Observation of the “Relationship Between Birds and
Humans” as Part of Contemporary Japanese Culture
ABSTRACT
Since the Neolithic period, humans have held ambivalent emotions of “longing”
and “fear” towards birds that fly freely in the three-dimensional space. For this reason,
the ambivalence of birds is expressed in various cultural representations such as paint-
ings, music, movies, and novels. The sources of such consciousness are deeply rooted
in the origin of birds which evolved from dinosaurs.
On the other hand, while holding the same kind of ambivalent emotions, the Japa-
nese have been appreciating the “birds” comprising of “Kachofugetsu” (flowers, birds,
wind, and the moon) as part of the “landscape” which beautifully decorated the roman-
tic natural elements of the four seasons. The construction of such emotions was largely
influenced by the ecological geography of Japan as it belongs to the temperate zone
and is a long island surrounded by the sea that extends from the north to the south.
However, the Japanese are not keenly interested only in “birds”. Although there
was a time during the Edo period when birds permeated into the lives from feudal
lords to painters, connoisseurs, and commoners alike, this was something of an excep-
tion. There were also temporary “bird booms” during the Heisei era and the latter half
of the Showa era, both led mainly by the “bird otaku” (connoisseurs).
In addition, the present day Japanese have limited opportunities than before in
terms of having birds as pets or having direct contact with them, partly because of the
international argument on biological diversity, perspective on protection of rare ani-
mals, and laws and regulations. Contrary to their aesthetic image, negative impressions
of birds such as how they eat and scatter garbage, damage caused by their defecation,
loud irritating sound of flocking birds, have become stronger. This is to say that the
feelings towards birds that are deeply embedded in the Japanese minds are more am-
biguous than in the West, and thus, there is a need to interpret the diverse “relationship
between birds and humans” through the combination of zoology and cultural history.
Key Words: representations of birds, ambivalence, Kachofugetsu, natural history, cul-
tural history
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